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MODERN THEOSOPHY IN ITS RELATION TO HINDU- 
ISM AND BUDDHISM. 



By Merwin-MarieSnell. 



II. 

Contradictions. — Max MUller's criticisms. — Buddha disclaims secret doc- 
trine ; opposes speculation ; forbids magic. — Buddhist "reincarnation."- — Eso- 
tericism in Mahdydna: Tibet, Nepdl, Japan. — Traditions of secret doctrine. — 
Theosophy not esoteric Buddhism. — Reincarnation and karma not "pre-Vedic." 
— Upanishads of Kshatriya origin. — Theosophy a form of Hinduism, derived 
Jrom fusion of Hinduism, 'Saivism and Yogism. — Its relation to "esoteric" 
Buddhist sects. — Its growing Hinduization. — Influence of Arya Samdj. — 
Mahdtmas apparently mythical. — Debt to Blavatsky. 

The difficulty of the task which the expositor and critic of 
Theosophy undertakes is enhanced by the real or apparent dif- 
ferences of opinion upon fundamental points which exist between 
different representatives of the Theosophical Society, and the 
apparent contradictions which occur in Madame Blavatsky's own 
works. It appears that she gradually modified as well as enlarged 
her system, and so I have in my statement of it thought best 
to base myself chiefly upon The Secret Doctrine, her latest, 
most thorough, most fundamental, most authoritative and most 
intelligible work. If Max Miiller had read the latter work he 
would have been obliged, I think, to alter some of the judgments 
expressed in his article on Theosophy published recently in the 
Nineteenth Century, which was admittedly based on his Unveiled, 
a book that bears all the thumb-marks of charlatanry. 

Now, what we want to know is this : In what relation does 
the system at which we have glanced stand to the various 
schools of Bauddha and Vaidika (or, as occidental writers usu- 
ally say. Buddhistic and Hindu) thought ? 

In the first place is it "esoteric Buddhism"? Is there such 
a thing as an esoteric Buddhism ? The question seems to be set- 
tled at once by the Mahaparanibbina-sutta, one of the most 
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ancient and reliable books in the Pali canon, which states that 
Buddha categorically denied that he had any secret doctrine or 
kept anything back in his public teaching. In other sutras he 
speaks of Brahmanical philosophy in general, and, indeed, of 
some of the very doctrines which are alleged to form a part of 
this supposed secret doctrine, in a way inconsistent with any 
other attitude than that of sincere and open opposition and con- 
demnation. According to these most authoritative documents 
Buddha again and again forbade speculations regarding the 
classes of subjects with which Theosophy chiefly concerns itself, as 
being worse than useless. Hence, he taught that all possible 
opinions on such matters as God and the soul are equally heresy, 
and that the only laudable subjects of investigation are the 
moral questions connected with the knowledge of the miseries 
of existence and the extinction of desire, their cause. 

Astrology, palmistry, and "occult sciences" he expressly for- 
bade and classed as superstitions. Even the doctrine of rein- 
carnation prevalent among theosophists is entirely different 
from the corresponding tenet of Buddhism. The Buddhist san- 
sara is not the passage of a spiritual entity from one state of 
existence to another, but a succession of entirely distinct exist- 
ences bound together only by karma, in the sense of karma-va'sa, 
act-force, the method of whose operation is said to be absolutely 
incomprehensible to anyone who has not already attained to perfect 
Buddhahood. The distinction made by theosophists between 
the persistent individuality and the personality which is disinte- 
grated at death, is unknown to Buddhism in any of its forms. 

There is no question that Theosophy is the direct negation 
of the Buddhism of the Sutta-pitaka. 

But when we leave the so-called Hinayana Buddhism and 
look to Tibet and Japan, at present the two greatest strongholds 
of the Buddhist religion, and to Nep^l, the original home of the 
Mahayana, the case is altered. One of the nine Dharmas of 
the Nepalese canon is the Tath^gata-guhyaka, "The Mystery of 
the Tathagatas," or The Hidden Wisdom of Buddha. This was 
esoteric, however, only in the sense of being more recondite and 
subtly metaphysical than the others, as it always made a 
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part of the general collection of sacred books accessible to all 
who are competent to study them. The Kala 'Cakra or Tan- 
trika school is esoteric in that it has secret magical rites, but in 
this case, as in that of the Hindu Tintrika system, which it 
closely resembles, the theories and formulae are published in the 
Tantra books. 

There are also extreme left-hand 'Sakta sects in Nepal, call- 
ing themselves Buddhistic, which hide themselves behind a veil 
of mystery, but, as in the case of the Hindu Vami'cara sects, 
this is rendered necessary by the character of their rites, at the 
true nature of which modesty would not permit us even to hint. 

In most of the Japanese sects of Buddhism, also, there are 
indications of a secret doctrine. For instance, the teachings of 
the Nichiren-shu center around " the Three Great Secret Laws " ; 
but as these are publicly taught they are apparently esoteric 
in the same sense that the Nepalese Tathigata-guhyaka is. 
The Hosso-shu, the Zen-shu, and the Tendai-shu likewise pro- 
fess to be derived from a secret tradition, but neither of them 
makes any pretense of still keeping it secret. The Shingon-shu, 
the "True Word" or "Mantra" sect, explicitly claims to repre- 
sent the esoteric tradition, which is alleged by Rev. K6-ch6 
Ogurusu, in a short history of the sect published recently at 
Tokyo, to have been transmitted by secret initiations from the 
Dhyani-Buddha Vajrasattva. This sect classifies all the Bud- 
dhistic doctrines into the Apparent Doctrine, preached by 'Sakya- 
muni, and the Hidden Doctrine, preached by the Dharmak4ya, 
or "inner enlightened body of Buddha." But this "secret doc- 
trine " is, like the others, publicly taught, at least in great part, 
by its professors, and it is so different from the theosophical 
system that in the popular exposition of it to which I have 
referred not a word is said of the two central features of popu- 
lar theosophical teaching — karma and reincarnation! 

It must be admitted that Theosophy has in many particulars 
a close resemblance to certain forms of the Mahay^na Buddhism, 
and that the latter is alleged by its followers to have been in 
some sense esoteric. They say that Buddha, having found men 
unprepared to receive his profounder teachings at the beginning. 
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held the latter in reserve until towards the close of his career ; 
and that they were afterwards kept in writing in a secret iron 
tower in the south of India, or in the "Dragon Palace" under 
the sea, whence they were not recovered until many centuries 
afterwards, when Nagarjuna founded upon this the MAdhyamika, 
the first in time of the Mahiyina schools. Still later the 
Bodhisattva Asangha is said to have been taught the doctrines 
of the YogEi'cara school, which he founded, by Maitreya Bud- 
dha, who came expressly for the purpose at his request from the 
Tushita heaven to a lecture hall in the kingdom of Agodhya in 
central India. 

These various stories look very much, however, like post-facta 
explanations and justifications of the introduction of otherwise 
indefensible doctrinal novelties, and tell rather against than for 
the theory of a continuous esoteric tradition. 

Furthermore, the sects professing to base themselves upon 
this secret teaching differ among themselves in essential particu- 
lars, and none of them holds the system propounded by Madame 
Blavatsky. A number of them have the doctrine of the Dhyini- 
Buddhas in some form, and hold views similar to Blavatsky's on 
the nature of ultimate being. Few, however, seem to have 
accentuated the latter particularly, with the principal exception 
of the Ai'svarika sects of Nepal, whose Adi-Buddha is the coun- 
terpart of Parabrahm. I have not found in any form of Buddhism 
the peculiar theory of incarnation, the peculiar cosmogony, or 
many of the details of philosophical opinion characteristic of 
Theosophy, and must thence conclude that Theosophy is not 
"esoteric Buddhism." 

Let us now pass on to the question whether or not it is an 
esoteric form of Hinduism, or a "pre-Vedic Brahmanism." 
That it is not pre-Vedic seems evident from the fact that in the 
older portion of the Vedic literature, in the 7?ig Veda Mantra, 
for example, there is no trace either of the doctrine of reincar- 
nation or of the law of karma. 

The Upanishads, however, as even their name shows, expressly 
claim to set forth the secret meaning of the Vedas. This is a 
very important fact in the present connection, for they were the 
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source of the orthodox Dar'sanas, or six recognized ancient 
philosophies, which Madame Blavatsky calls "the six principles 
of that united body of wisdom of which the Gnosis, or hidden 
doctrine, is the seventh" (i., 278). 

But that the Upanishads do not represent a pre-Vedic Brah- 
manism appears from the fact that they themselves attribute their 
teachings, at least in many cases, to a non-Brahmanical source, 
namely, the Kshatriyas, or military and royal tribe. For exam- 
ple, in more than one case a Brahman is represented as learning 
from a Kshatriya philosophical doctrines which no Brahman had 
known before. There is much evidence that the Kshatriyas 
were the predecessors and instructors of the Brahmans in the 
higher fields of thought, and there is some reason to suspect 
that the Kshatriyas represent a non-Vedic stock, in which case 
the philosophy of the Upanishads cannot have had either a Vedic 
or a pre-Vedic origin. We are, of course, using the word Vedic 
in the sense usual among Western scholars ; when a Hindu 
speaks of the Vedas he invariably means the Upanishads — unless 
he happens to be very much Anglicized, or a member of the 
Arya Samclja. 

It is only in certain particulars that the doctrines of the 
Upanishads or any of them correspond with those of the theoso- 
phists. It is true that the most important part of the philo- 
sophical side of Theosophy seems to have been derived from the 
Dar'sanas. The Brahman and miya of the Vedantins, the 
Purusha and Prakn'ti of the Sankhya of Kclpila, the Yoga of the 
Sslnkhya of Patanjali, and, under the name of karman, the 
Adn'shta of the Vai'seshika, all find their place in this compre- 
hensive creed. 

But still the philosophies do not furnish the theosophical 
cosmogony, or even with any definiteness the theosophical psychol- 
ogy ; and it is a very noteworthy circumstance that Madame 
Blavatsky and her collaborators quote by preference from the 
later Pur^nas and Tantras, rather than from either the Vedas, the 
Upanishads, or the philosophical sutras and their commentaries. 

This much is certain, that Theosophy must be classified, not 
under the head of Buddhism but under that of Hinduism. The 
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facts that it accepts the authority of the Vedas, and even speaks 
of Buddha as an incarnation of Vishnu, would alone be sufficient 
to determine this decision ; but nearly all the elements of its 
religio-philosophical system are distinctly Hindu, and it resembles 
only those forms of Buddhism which have been certainly Hindu- 
ized. It is closely related to the Vedantized Yoga philosophy, 
but accepts the main thesis of the pure Advaita school (Keva- 
ladvaita) of the Vedjlnta. When it is remembered that the Adva- 
ita and the Yoga are particularly popular among the adherents of 
the 'Saiva form of Hinduism and that the Mah^yana Buddhism 
arose from a fusion of Buddhism with the latter, the association 
of Theosophy with Buddhism, not only in the popular mind, but 
in that of its adherents, becomes intelligible. The Bauddha and 
'Saiva systems flourished upon the same territory and entirely 
inter-penetrated each other ; and Buddhism, as the most elastic 
and the least philosophically complete, underwent the least 
modification. The rise of the Madhyamika (lOO B. C), Yog^- 
'cara (530 A. D.) and Kala 'Cakra (cir. 700 A. D.) schools 
mark the successive stages of this process. 

The last named completed the formal introduction into 
Buddhism of the Tantra system, with all its magic as well as its 
'Siva worship, which accounts for the fondness of the theoso- 
phists for the occult sciences ; and the Yogjl'cara school was pro- 
fessedly based upon the Yoga philosphy, then already Vedantized. 

Finally, at least four of the Japanese sects which profess to 
possess a secret doctrine, namely, the Kegon-shu, the Hosso-shu, 
the Zen-shu, and the Tendai-shu, profess to represent the Yoga 
system, and the Zen-shu even has a subdivision (a branch of the 
Rinzai school of the Southern Division) which still bears the 
name of Yo-gi. The Shingon, moreover, calls itself the Mantra 
{i. e., Tantrika) sect. These facts, taken together with the 
foregoing ones, place us in a position to see that Theosophy, 
while not identical with any of the various so-called secret tra- 
ditions of Buddhism, is in fact based upon, or allied to, the 
Yoga'cara and Tintrika (Kala 'Cakra) schools of the Mahay^na ; 
although, as I have already intimated, it is so much more Hindu- 
ized than even they are that its center of gravity unquestionably 
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falls a long way within the lines of Hinduism. The process of 
Hinduization has in fact been going on visibly in the minds of 
the leading teachers of Theosophy since they inaugurated their 
propaganda, as may be seen by a comparison of their earlier and 
later expositions of it. This process has been largely influenced 
by the Arya Sam4j, a recent offshoot of Vaishnavism which 
lays special stress upon the Veda and its study. 

Space fails me to go into the very interesting comparisons 
which might be made between this new theosophy and the other 
religions of ancient and modern Asia that we have not named, 
or with the old theosophies, gnosticisms and occultisms of 
Europe, though the field is a most attractive one. 

Regarding the " Mahitmas," in whose name it is taught, I 
need only say that I am not aware that there is the slightest 
evidence of the existence of any such body of men, guarding a 
common religious and philosophical tradition and possessed of 
extraordinary occult powers. Hindu friends who have traveled 
and lived in the wilds of Tibet assure me that they are a myth, 
and that the Tibetan lamas, so far from recognizing the existence 
in their midst of the greatest of the world's teachers, look upon 
the Sannyasis, or Vedantic monks (or rather friars), from India 
with the highest reverence, as coming from the land which they 
deem the source and center of religious and philosophical learn- 
ing. And this in spite of the well-known fact that they regard 
their own arch-abbots as perpetual avatjirs of celestial Bod- 
hisattvas ! 

Unquestionably there are many persons in all parts of India 
called mahatmas, that is, "great minds" or "great souls," for 
that word is naturally applied, by way of honor or compliment, 
to anyone who may be supposed to be a saint or sage. 

The evidence seems to indicate that the system, as now 
presented to the public, owes much to the personal speculations 
and synthetic thought of Madame Blavatsky ; in which case we 
cannot refuse her credit for a powerful constructive intellect, 
whatever opinion may be held regarding her character and 
methods. 



